
LIT 451: Seminar in British Literature 
Book Culture 

 
Section 20517        Dr. Susan E. Cook 
Fall 2014        s.cook@snhu.edu / x. 2317  
W 5-7:45pm        Office: Robert Frost 216  
Robert Frost 227       Office Hours: M 1-3, W 9-12 
 
Course Description 

From the Catalog: “This course uses a thematic approach to explore works of British 
writers. The specific selections and authors vary each term according to the theme. This is an 
upper-level course involving close reading, analysis and writing in seminar format. Not available 
every semester.” 

This semester our theme will be the material history of the book.  Taking the Victorian 
book as our example, we will study theories and approaches to the production, circulation, and 
afterlife of works of nineteenth-century literature.  The course blends literary analysis with 
theories of the History of the Book, and will ask you to consider the way in which a book’s 
medium impacts its reception.  We will study not only the content of a given text or the historical 
context informing the narratives and literary devices we read, but also the changing cultural 
status of books as material objects.  To emphasize that a book’s medium—and this medium’s 
impact—is not static, the course will include an archival research element.  In the first two thirds 
of the semester we will study archival research as a complex process in our digital age and we 
will conduct archival research using Charles Dickens’s Bleak House as a case study.  The final 
third of the semester will be your opportunity to develop your own archival research project. 

Prerequisite: ENG 120. 
 
Texts    

Charles Dickens, Bleak House (ISBN: 0141439726) 
David Finkelstein and Alisair McCleery, The Book History Reader 

(ISBN: 9780415359481) 
 Recommended: A.S. Byatt, Possession (ISBN: 0679735909) 
 
Course Learning Outcomes 
In this course, students will learn to: 

• Evaluate various interpretations of literary texts and develop their own interpretations in 
the context of other critical interpretations (Critical and Creative Thinking); 

• Develop their expertise in a literary subject and explain established connections between 
literature and social and cultural history (Knowledge of Human Cultures and the Physical 
and Natural World); 

• Articulate several theoretical approaches to literature and apply both theory and form to 
primary texts for purposes of an informed interpretation;  

• Compose an essay of significant depth that involves researching a variety of literary 
sources, evaluating sources, and integrating pertinent research into a scholarly paper with 
an extended, cohesive literary argument (Communication); 

• Analyze the role they play— as writers and readers of literature— in the production and 
consumption of culture. 
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 General Education Assessment  
This course is part of the General Education Program at SNHU.  Three of the Course Learning 
Goals correspond to General Education Learning Goals: Knowledge of Human Cultures and the 
Physical and Natural World, Critical and Creative Thinking, and Communication.  Your Final 
Research Paper will be the critical task used to assess these General Education Learning Goals.  
Chalk and Wire is required for this assessment.  Instructions and additional details will be 
discussed in class. 
 
Assignment Breakdown 
  Participation and Meetings      15% 

Article Presentation and Discussion with 4-pg. Paper  20% 
  Archive Visit with 3-pg. Paper     20% 
  Class Archive         20%   
  12-15-page Final Research Paper     25% 
 

 Requirements 
Participation and Meetings 
Come to class with ideas, questions, or passages you would like to examine in greater detail.  
The smaller size of this class gives us the luxury of having dynamic class discussions, and it is 
part of your responsibility in this class to participate in those discussions.  Because our class is a 
community that relies on everyone’s participation and attendance for its success, your verbal 
participation is required.  I would like to meet with everyone individually twice during the 
semester: sometime in the first four weeks of the semester and once again as you begin working 
on your project.  These 10-minute meeting can take place during my office hours, or we can 
schedule an alternative time to meet.  
  
Article Presentation and Discussion with 4-pg. Paper 
The first week of the semester everyone will select a reading from the Book History Reader.  
You will be responsible for writing a 4-page analysis of your article and presenting the article to 
the class the day it appears on the syllabus.  Your presentation must be 15-30 minutes long and 
you must engage the class in a discussion about the topics presented in the article.  You will be 
graded based on the quality of your paper, the depth of your presentation, and your ability to 
engaged the class in a meaningful dialogue. 
 
Archive Visit with 3-pg. Paper 
On Saturday, October 18th, the class will take a MANDATORY trip to two library archives: the 
Burns Special Collections Library at Boston College, and the Fellman Collection at Worcester 
Polytechnic Institute’s Gordon Library.  You will select one object presented during our visit and 
write a brief, 3-pg. description paper explaining the object, its significance to the archive, and its 
possible value for researchers.  
 
Digital Class Archive  
Everyone in the class will select a material object used in their final research paper.  Using a 
photograph, scan, or other reproduction of the object, each class member will contribute 
curator’s notes on this object for a collective class digital archive.  In addition, the class will 
write collection notes for the site and make decisions about the appearance of the site as a whole. 
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Final Paper 
The final paper will be a research paper of 12-15 pages and it will follow the General Education 
Assessment Guidelines.  Stay tuned for more information. 
 
Course Policies 
Communication: Office hours and email are the best ways to reach me.  I will respond to emails 
within 24 hours during the week and 48 hours during the weekend.  Please plan accordingly. 
 
Attendance: We only meet one day a week and you are required to attend every class, but things 
happen: people get sick, emergencies happen, etc.  To cover these events, you get 2 “free” 
absences.  After 2 absences, your final grade will be lowered by a full letter grade for every 
additional absence—so if you were earning an A- but you had 3 absences, your final grade 
would be adjusted to a B-.  You don’t need to tell me why you’re going to be gone, unless the 
circumstances are truly extenuating.  The first 2 “free” absences should cover most illnesses and 
minor emergencies that arise throughout the semester.   
 
Preparedness and Classroom Behavior:  

• Please show up on time--having read the assignment--ready to discuss your thoughts with 
the rest of the class.   

• Please bring all textbooks and a notebook to each class.   
• Please do not use your laptop or other electronic device unless asked to do so.   
• Please do not leave in the middle of class—go to the restroom, grab a drink of water, 

answer your texts, etc. between classes.   
• Please know that I can read your body language.   
• Please do not pack up to go before I dismiss the class.  This is distracting for me and 

everyone else.  I will end class promptly—I promise!    
• Blackboard is required for this course. 

 
Paper and Written Work: All written work should be typed according to MLA formatting 
guidelines: double-spaced 12pt. Times New Roman font with 1” margins on each side.  The final 
paper will not be accepted late.  It will be graded for their argument, use of supporting evidence, 
and style.  Please proofread your work—spell and grammar check are not enough.  I am more 
than happy to work with you to help you craft a successful paper.  I cannot read and “pre-grade” 
your entire paper ahead of time, but I will give feedback on introductory paragraphs and specific 
questions you might have—come see me in office hours!   
 
Grade Scale: 

93-100  A  80-82  B-  67-69  D+ 
90-92  A-  77-79  C+  60-66  D 
87-89  B+  73-76  C 0-59  F 
83-86  B  70-72  C-  

 
University Syllabi Statements 
https://my.snhu.edu/Academics/Pages/SyllabiStatements.aspx 
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Schedule of Readings and Other Assignments 
All readings and assignments are due by the date listed.   

Readings listed by author are from The Book History Reader unless otherwise noted. 
Readings listed BH are from Bleak House.   

Bring all readings to class. 
 

September 3   Introductions  
    Finkelstein and McCleery (1-4), Darnton (9-26) 
 
September 10    The History of the Book 

Adams and Barker (47-65), McGann (66-73), BH I, II 
 
September 17   The Text and the Manuscript 

Thomas (147-56), Muller (182-9), BH III, IV 
 
September 24   Literacy and the History of Print 

Chartier (157-81), Eisenstein (232-54), Johns (255-72), BH V, VI 
 

October 1   Authorship and Authority 
Barthes (277-80), Foucault (281-91), BH VII, VIII 

 
October 8   Publishing and Property 

Rose (308-17), Brewer (318-26), “Introduction to Archives” 
(OWL at Purdue), BH IX, X 

 
October 15   Long 19th-Century Print Culture 

Sutherland (245-53), Patten (354-68), West (369-76), BH XI, XII 
 
* Sat, Oct. 18—REQUIRED class trip to Boston College and Worcester Polytechnic Institute 
special collections  
 
October 22   Readers 

Iser (391-6), Flint (416-23), Fish (450-8), BH XIII, XIV 
    Archive Paper Due 

   
October 29    Literacy and Gender 

Monaghan (397-415), BH XV, XVI 
 
November 5   Common Readers 

Rose (424-39), Altick (440-49), BH XVII, XVIII 
 
November 12   Book Clubs 

Radway (469-81), BH XIX, XX 
 
November 19   Digital Texts (1) 

Poster (486-93) 
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November 26   NO CLASS—THANKSGIVING     
 
December 3   Digital Texts (2) 

Duguid (494-508), Carr (excerpt on Blackboard) 
 
December 10   Digital Texts (3) 

Nunberg (509-25) 
    Final Paper Due 
 
December 16, 6p.m.  Final Exam Time: Class Archive Presentation  
 


